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ABSTBACT 

The developaent and testing of a visual stimulus for 
writing^ to be used in the initial assessaent of liberal arts 
students at the Oniversity of Michigan, is described in this paper. 
The paper first discusses the questions considered by the university 
coiflittee charged with establishing the assessaent process regarding 
student writers' fluency, perfcrsance, aad reaction to visual and 
written stiauli. It then describes the production cf a video stimulus 
and its test with 270 undergraduate students, and notes that the 
cossents of readers (who did not know which stimulus students had 
received! indicated that students performed slightly better from the 
visual stimulus, using more complex, individualized, and 
well-balanc«d arguments. Finally, paired responses are taken from 
sample student essays to illustrate readers* observations. (AEAi 
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VIDEOTAPE AND WRITING IN THE UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN ASSESSMENT 



The new University of Michigan undergraduate writing program requires 
hat all students entering the College of Literature, Science and the Arts 
(LSfrA) compose an impromptu esstiy. LS&A is the largest undergraduate col- 
lege in the University with a popiJ.ation of apnroximately 14,000 students. 
The entrance essay does not influence admission to LS&A. Instead, it de- 
termines placement into one of three categories: (I) tutorial, which must 
precede introductory composition; (2) introductory composition, which must 
be uken in one of the first two semesters after entrance; (3) exempted, 
which requires no underclass writing course. To complete their college comp- 
osition progrsm students in all three categories must take an up*' r-level 
writing course in their Junior or senior years. Departments throughout the 
College offer these advanced writing courses and students are strongly en- 
couraged to take them in their area of concentration. 

The English Composition Board (BCB), the unit charged with overseeing 
fulfillment of all College writing requirements, assembled a University Con- 
sulting CoBBlttce to consider the initial assessment process. The Consulting 
Comittee used results from a college-wide faculty surve> to identify the 
kinds of writing students would most often be expected to produce In under- 
graduate courses. According to faculty, aklll with argumentative or persua- 
sive writing would be most useful to students, whether they were writing in 
the humanities, in the arts, or In the sciences. Beyond that clear direc- 
tive, four other prior ities for the assessment were agreed upon by the Uni- 
versity Consulting Committee: 

. (1) the stimulus must provoke sufficient fluency in writers for 
readers to determine placement accurately: 
(2) topics for writing must appeal to students from diverse back- 



grounds; 

(3) audience, purpose, and language level must be Indicated in the 
stimulus: and 

(4) directions for writing must be free of threatening or dlscour- 
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The assessawnt estay la written during orientation when entering stu- 
dents take ssversl placement examinations. Results of these examinations 
ate used by acadeinl^ounselors to place students at appropriate levels in 
languag^i, science, and mathematics courses. Students write the assessment 
essay- .at the beginning of the testlng^day and have one hour to complete the 
task. eMthough topics change daily, directions for writing remain constant. 
Audience and purpose are specified t tone, level of diction, and stance are 
estsblished by the opening sentences which students are directed to copy 
Intei their bluebooks. For example, the followiniMtlmulus was used on sev- ^ 
eral orientation days during the ^titoer of 1978: 



Write an essay intended to help parents establish a particular 
policy of television watching for their young children. Explain 
to them why > )u advocate such a policy. 

Begin your essay with the following sentence (which you should 
copy into your bluebook): 

The avcirake home in Nort'^ America has a television set 
on for wore than 6 hour a day. 



Select one or^the following as your second sentence and copy it 
into your bluebook: 

A. Every member of the average North American family 
watches at least three hours of television a day. 

B. A television critic in The New Republic magaslne 
writes that "Little children of all social classes 
are cooped up inside all d«iy with Pbw playmates and 
little to do... A good television program could 
give these children and. their mothers a lot of help. 

C. Since all experience contributes to learning, chj-ld- 
ren In North American homes can learn a great deal 
from television. 

Now complete an essay developing the idea that follows from the 
first two sentences. Remember that these sentences will be the 
beginning of your own argument, so do your best to make that 
argument convincing to the parents who are your readers. 

The University Consulting Committee noted that changes in the topics would 
provide answers to some questions about the influence of assignments upon 
the composing process. For example: Wiich topics consistently produce flu- 
ency? What features within a topic influenct: the writer's performance? How 
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doM the nediua tox th« stlaulus relate to the writer performance? 

Anewers to theae queatlona have been forthcoming. Flrat, which toplca 
conalatently produce fluency? All toplca uaed during the aummer of 1978 
atlBulated auffldent writing for readera to determine placement; only in 
a few Inatancea did atudenta note In their bluebooka that the eubject cre- 
ated aerlqua difficulty for them. (The ECB eatabliahed an appeal procedure 
for atudenta who felt their orientation eaaaya led to Inaccurate 'placement.) 
Studeata wrote comfortably about auch toplca aa televialon, the regulation 
of.amoking, a liberal arte education, and the appropriate legal age for 
drinking. 

Second, what featurea within a topic influence the writer* a perform- 
ance? Readera noted that certain toplca were producing more problematic 
eaaaya t one topic, the queation of whether to reduce penal t lea for women 
drivera beceuee atatiatica indicate they hold better driving recorda, could 
not be argued convincingly from oppdaing vlewpointa. With another atimulua, 
the right of minora to privacy in aexual mattera, aome atudenta had diffi- 
culty diatancing themaelvea from the emotional Impact of the eubject. Very 
uneven performance character laed the reaponae to both tcplca. For example, 
many wrltera began well enough, but either failed to auatain the argument 
or to develop it through thoughtful amplification. Readera repeetedly iden- 
tified theae eaaaya aa onea which contained unaupported statementa or evinced 
irregularltlea in tone and level of diction: 

Highway accident atatiatics ahow that women have fewer accldenta 
and traffic violet ionr than men, and many people feel tljet the law> 
ahottld therefore provide lighter penaltlea for women. Thla kind of 
dlacrlminatlon agalnat men mlaaea the real laaue: the need to removif 
bad drivera of either aex from the road. 

It la my believe that sex pleyi no major role in the ability to 
drive. The reason that women have fewer accldenta la that usuaUy 
they have children with them; therefore women have the precaution 
of driving carefully. In turn, men are usually in a hurry and the 
gaa pedal la atepped on a little harder. 

Yet, men are very sexist. Th#y are alvavs braRging about hov 
well they drive. Whenever a man la Irt a car with hie wife or any 
other female for that natter and ahe doea a alight miatake, he 
will right eway jump on her and "Women, they (meaning the law) 
ahould get them out of the streets. Thata why there are so many 
accldenta in thla world.*' 
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Rsaders concluded that the toplc>^w4ft too often capahle of drawing In- 
experi^-^ed writers away from carefully considered responaes. In other 
essays, uuavenness in tone and diction seemed indicative of a writer's strug- 
gle to sustain tb motivation to write because the situation required it. 
Con(>uter analysis of placement results will allow the ECB to alter or witV 
draw proble'ttatic instruments before Fa^l 1979 when assessment placements are 
mandatory. 

Finally, how might the medium for the stimulus influence Wlter perform- 
ance? A few committee members objected to using any alternative to a writ- 
ten stimulus. • They argued that a visual stimulus would be more difficult to 
.write from and would put writers at a^disadvantage. Despite thi«' argument 
the .Committee determined that a visual stttiul.uft should be developed and 
tested'. The visual stimulus would offer material in parallel , to a written 
stimulus so that organisational strategies could be analysed ^ light of the 
same subject matter. The topic which raises questions about ^the influences 
of television upon young viewers was selectei^ as subject for ^the visual stim- 
ulus. 

The production of a video stimulus about television for a highly sophis- 
ticated audience of television watchers presented five special challenges $ 

(1) viewers of the videotape |BUSt be engaged by the Images; 

(2) visuals must be varied enough to appeal to the. range of under- 
graduates who would see them; . " 

(3) visuals must be free of possible copyright infringement but must 
suggest contemporary television programming; 

(4) television must be perceived as different from film if writers ' 
arguments were not to be weakened by inaccurate statements about 

electronic media; 
<5) television must be presented as both Influenced by and influ- 
encing people. 

Production of the videotape wa« completed in four months. It was tested 
as a visual stimulus during the last four orientation days of 1978, the 7th 

through the 10th of August. 

On each regular assessment day during the summer, from mid-June to Aug- 
ust, approximately 100 students seated in an auditorium had written from a 
paragraph stimulus. On the fou^ days when the visual stimulus was added, 
students entered the auditorium as usual and took seats. At this point. 



•vtry othtt tftudmt vaa raquasted to Xeave, tU audltoriiim for a rooa acroM 
tba ball whato tiw Utge moaltora nora aat up at tha front. Proctora dla- 
tributad bluabpoka aa uaual and tha wrlttan atlaulua waa diatrlbutad with a 
prallainary stataMat addedt **Tou jhavo iuat vatebad a vldao*tapad diacuafioa 
about tha.banafits and diaadvantagas of talavlaion.*' Stodanta in aa^b g^up 
raealvad Idantleal varbal dlraatlooa* Group A waa In tba auditotiuiai Group 
B vaa In, tha room with tha w>nitor8. Tha vlaual otlnulua raqulred thraa 
ainutes and 20 aaeoada* 

[SWSm THB TAPE] 

At tha and of ona hour, all exan booka of -both groupa vara celiac tad. 
Baf ote ECB raadars raealvad tha bluabodka tha vrlttan dlraetlons irara ra«> 
oevad. Raadara did not knov which s'tiaulua studants had raealvad. At tha 
and of tha four days In August, the nibar of atudanta directed to take tu- 
torial or Introductory eoopoAltlon or given ex«iptlon was computed i there 
waa no evidence that students performed less well from the vlaual stimulus. 
r^y had, on tha Whole, placed sll$h.t,ly better: 



Intro. 
Exempt C0119 • 



Group A 
Paragraph) 

Group B 
(Paragraph 
and Visual) 



lOS 



96 



201 



.Tutorial 

6. 

8 

14 



Intro. Coop* with 

Vrltlng Workshop 
(Meeds limited 
Additional Help] Total 



2d 



22 



50 



141 



129 



270 



Reader a had made notes abou\ some of the essays. More often the vleual 
stimulus was noted to have prompted well-balanced arguments on the subject / 
of television. Writers who had seen the visual stimulus attempted to devise 
more complex arguments; their Ideas were embedded In organisational struc- 
tures that were more varied, and perhaps less polished, probably reflecting 
the Increaaed fund of material upon which they could draw. Readers* com- 
ments Indicated that essays written from the visual stimulus were mr>re pro- 
mising first drafts th«.a those written from the paragraph stimulus t the writ- 
ing samples containe<« a greater range of "individual" and "interesting" 
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examples. Writers having only the wltten stlwulua produced aore structur- 
Ally slnllar essays: their exanples were more ofiten stereotypies! ("Char- 
ley's Angels," "All in the Pamllyp. These writers emphasised the negative 
results of television watching and less frequently developed arguments ack- 
nowledging positive benefits . 

Selected, examples from student essays illustrate readers' observations: 



EXAMPLE I 

(lu this pair of responses Writer lA begins to develop a balanced argument 
but returns quickly to establish that television can be "harmful". Writer 
IB establishes that questions about teievision's effects are complicated by 
extreme views.] v 
Writer lA— Written stimulus: 

The average home in North America has a television set on for more than 
six hours a day. Every member of the average North American family watches 
at least three hours of television; a day. ' 

• What does this mean? Well, on an average it means that every member 
•of the average North American family spends one-fifth of their time awake 
—Thatching talevision._'' Assuming then that ehat person either works or goes 
to school for approxima'tely erghfhOiirsrhe then -spenda, about one- third of 
his 'spare ^Ime' watching televisidn. 

Is this then good or b^? Wrst of all it depends upon what type of 
programs are watched, and sicondly, what is done in their 'spare time while 
they ane not watching television. We first of all have to ask ourselves, or 
tfKe otlier person, "Why am I, or you watching television?" Are we watching 
television because we enjoy it, because we hope to get something but of It, 
or are we Just watching television for lack of something better to do. This 
i^where I feel television can be harmful , when someone turns on the televi- 
sion and watches whatever is on for lacjt of something better to do.... 

Writer IB— Visual stimulus: % 

The average home irf North America has a television 6<at on for more than 
six hours a day. Every member of the average North American family watches 
at least three hours of television a day. To declare that the effects of 
such viewing patterns are totally beneficial or totally h armful not only con 
tradicts the beliefs of most viewers* but contradic ts a wide array of statis 
tics as well . There are fanatical advocates on both sides, those pointing . 
out the violence and others pointing to educational benefits. The safest, 
most logical road for parents to take in establishing viewing patterns for 
their children is the middle road. 

Complete isolation from television would prompt as many harmful effects 
in children as would constant exposure to It. The child Isolated from tele- 



vision would 8u££er paychologically because of his inability to share TV 
experiences with his peers. In Isolating a child from television, one iso- 
lates him from hundreds of hours of beneficial conversation with other child* 
ren. One also isolates him from the vivid representation of our throbbing, 
expanding and exciting world. To ignore the expanding potentials of te?*** 
vision in the minds of children is to adversely affect their growing y» * 



EXAMPLE II 

[In this pair of responses Writer 2A smarts with the premise that the sta* 
tistics are "frightening" while writer 2B begins to build examp .es which 
compare television to other mass communication efforts,] 

V 

Writer 2A— Written stimulus: 

The average home in North America has a television, set on for more than 
6 hours a day. Every member of the average North American family watches at 
least 3 hours of television a day. Tliis* means that 2 J hours a week are spent 
in front of a television by an average family member. When viewed in such 
short time span^, the hours are not necessarily seen as many. When you con* 
aider that this. also means 8A hours a month a 1008 hours a year, the sta* 
tistics become a bit more frightealng . If you consider that your child is 
spending 42 days out of one year £n front of a tele>^lsion set, you might 
begin to feel strongly about establishing a policy for television watching. 

Writer 2B*-Vlsual stimulus: 

The average home in North Amerlca~h'a8~a~tel6vlslon set on more than . 6 
hours a day. Every^ member of the average North American family watches at 
least 3 hours of television a day. Common sense therefore^ indicates that 
television must have. a profound effect on the American way of life. In fact, 
anything which bombarded a person for three hours a day would have an effect. 
A person could relate this TV bombardment to the propaganda loudspeakers 
found in Communist countries, such as China and Vietnam. These misthods have 
worked for the Communists, chances are that they are also working in yojir 
home at this very second, if youK television set is on* 



Writers lA and 2A restate or elaborate upon the statistical Information 
given in the written stimulus. Writers IB and 2B immediately raise questions 
about the statistics or use the statistics to build the context for an argu>- 
ment. 

Parallel testing and analysis is necessary within our 
college-wide writing program because students in required upper-level writing 
courses will need to respond to a great range of stimuli. The ECB is charged 
with offering faculty seminars in the teaching of upper-level writing courses 
in all disciplines; therofore, writing, about laboratory conditions, field 
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fh^tre film, music, news evenU, and.human Inter- 
study experiences, art, theatre, tixm, »iu« ^inna 
•tu«y « r . ^ ^ oMiflent writers cowparable to writing 

artiotiA will assune an importance for student wrice^^» ^ v , u 

M«t.nc. stl»ulu. «,d fto» the visual .tl-ulus do dl«e.i the ECB pl.n» to 
n ra.«c. ..o. th.., v«l.tlo„e to a.,l,t ..c«lt. In the 
.^lg«»nt. and In th. art.ly.l. of writing which re.ult. fto. th«.. 
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